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            Engaging the scripture passages for today is like working on a jigsaw puzzle.  Each piece, each text, is attractive, interesting, and insightful in its own right.  However, when we bring the texts together, they neatly interlock with each other to form a rather astounding picture of a spiritual journey.  And the profile of the pilgrim on that journey looks like almost exactly like us.  
            With the pieces of the puzzle, the biblical texts for today, spread out before me, I am drawn first, as if magnetically, to the texts on complaints.  As you many know, complaints constitute an integral part of the rich history of biblical spirituality.  The people of Israel complained bitterly that God had abandoned them.  It was not true, of course, as the prophet Isaiah reminded them, encouraging them to look at creation and see God’s presence among them.  But, the sincere complaints had to be taken seriously.
            Such was the case also with the wise man named Job who, like a later prophet named Jeremiah, had complaining down to a fine art, and, let me hasten to say, with good reason given the immeasurable depths of their suffering.  “So I am allotted months of emptiness,” Job said to God, “Nights of misery are appointed to me.”  You can hear the irony dripping from each of his spoken words.
            Hardships happen.  Suffering assaults us.  Sometimes we bring it all upon ourselves while at other times we can not avoid the difficulties no matter how hard we try.  The advent of suffering is not always related to what we have been doing or not doing—good or bad. 
            We do well when we own up to our complaints.  Our spiritual kin are individuals who have screamed, “O Lord, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen?” and lamented “My eyes flow with tears; for a comforter is far from me” before saying to God, “See, O Lord, how distressed I am!”  As I see it, if we are going to complain to God, let us give it our best shot.  We will lose, of course, but we will have been honest about our feelings and our complaints will have been incorporated into God’s love.  
Honestly, though, the same cannot be said about whining.  I agree with Fred Craddock’s father who told him, as a child, that there was no tone of voice in which whining was acceptable. I much prefer people who audaciously shake their fists at the heavens as if to challenge God than people who give in to a level of self-pity that produces a noxious whining that, at least by implication, suggests God does not even exist.
            Since most complaints are far more emotional than rational, we have to be careful as well as honest when we complain.  If we allow our emotions to exercise governance over our reason, likely we will lose essential perspective and experience a breath-taking free-fall into invalid conclusions.  “No one else has ever hurt like this,” we say to ourselves.  “Such injustice has never been inflicted on anyone else.”    
               While holding in my hand the piece of the spiritual puzzle called “complaints,” I look at the other biblical texts on the table in search of what might interlock seamlessly with complaints as a meaningful moral response to them.  Immediately, my eyes go to the piece of the puzzle called “compassion.”  Throughout history, compassion has been God’s response to people’s complaints and to the situations that prompt them.  No word is more prominent in describing Jesus’ reactions to people in need than the word “compassion.”  Characteristic of Jesus was the comment Matthew wrote after observing Jesus’ interaction with a multitude of people, “”When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them.”  
As you may know, the word compassion derives from two Latin terms that give it meaning—pati and cum which together mean “to suffer with.”  Compassion is not merely a feeling; action is resident in its very nature.  Every time the gospels mention Jesus’ compassion, that reference is followed by a description of the action that Jesus took as a result of his compassion.  
Now, let’s be completely honest about this matter.  Compassion strikes us as a serious challenge if not as a real problem.
Our society has little tolerance for the weakest and poorest among us.  There is no lobbyist to step forward and represent the interests and general welfare of the one million people in our state whom yesterday’s News Star reported will lose their health benefits and other vital support as a result of cuts in the federal and state budgets—one million people who are almost exclusively elderly and poor!  These are the disposable people, the expendable people, among us who seem to get in the way of our sprint toward success.  We prefer not to see pictures of their conditions or hear data about the desperation of their situations.  Illness strikes us as such an inconvenience in our production-oriented culture.  People who no longer can move at top speed should get out of the way.  Why, you would think that individuals worried by heavy burdens or not feeling well for some other reason would have the common decency not to show up in public gatherings and ruin things for the rest of us by weeping at our parties or by fighting melancholy during our celebrations!
Holding in one hand a piece of the puzzle of a life of the spirit called “complaints” and in my other hand a piece of that same puzzle called “compassion,” I once again scan what is left on the table in search of how to get complaints and compassion together—there is a piece of the puzzle missing, a piece without which there would be no need to put the other pieces together.  Then I see it—the piece of the puzzle called “comfort.”  Comfort is what happens with God and among God’s people when compassion is brought close to complaints.
Here again, though, the situation is not without a tremendous challenge.  Oh, to be sure, few of us would disdain compassion.  But how to express compassion is often a subject of contentious controversy in our lives and in our society.
  Most of us have made up our minds about how we think we should care for other people; we have decided what they need.  Then, if, for whatever reason, people in need do not readily accept the form of care that we offer, we tend to write them off as not really having any need.  “If they were really hurting,” we say to each other, “They would gladly accept whatever kind of help we offer.  They just don’t want to get better.”  But, dear friends, that may not be true.
Words from the apostle Paul come to mind, words in today’s scripture reading from 1 Corinthians.  The words strike with such force that they almost blow me away.  What an amazing strategy of compassion Paul described, what astounding flexibility he exhibited, and what an empathetic use of freedom he employed.  “I am free,” Paul declared, but “I have made myself a slave to all.”  The apostle went on to explain that, in an effort to understand people and to connect with them in a manner that conveys comfort, he attempted to identify with every person’s particular situation.  He made himself a Jew among Jews, a legalist among legalists, a free man among free people, and weak among the weak.  Listen to his incredible confession, “I have become all things to all people that I might by all means save some.”  Great goodness!
Look at the absence of a rush to judgment about others in Paul’s comments.  Missing too are opinions such as, “That person could be better and do better if she just tried harder.”  “Maybe not,” Paul had learned, and we best learn.  Sometimes that which we view as immoral or as irresponsible in another person is a profound expression of something within that person that we cannot even name much less understand.  Do you know what you would do if you had absolutely no possessions and a child who was hungry? If we have not been there, we have no capacity to judge the actions of a person in that situation. Have you ever been so depressed that you could not even smile at words you knew in your mind were funny and you had to listen to insensitive people label you as a “stick in the mud” or a “social miscast” with no sense of humor?  Have you ever been so hurt and humiliated by someone who abused you, though they said they loved you, that you lost all ability to trust anybody and you no longer could lift your eyes to meet the gaze of another person though everyone called you “shy” or “retiring” or “sick?”
Across the years, I have found that many of the people toward whom I have leveled the harshest judgments are individuals shaped by circumstances that, had I experienced them, I likely would not ever be able to cope with reality again.  Across our years together in this congregation, I have listened to so many of you, wept with you, hurt with you, struggled with you and watched you heal, regain confidence, and go on with your lives.  At times, I ache because I cannot share with another person what I know in confidence about various people in the congregation and the community.  I hear a flip word of judgment or a studied comment about someone that I know is untrue.  I know the burdens or the shame or the hurt of the anxiety involved. I want to shout what I know and say, “Get off that person. You don’t know what you’re talking about."  It would aid understanding and likely even create bonding.  Snap judgments and sustained gossip are most often so dead wrong!  I have learned the importance of not judging anyone else but of trying to discover what it is like to live as they live.
Paul’s methodology of understanding makes possible compassion touching complaints with comfort!  The potential created by that touch is immeasurable.
Yet, one other challenge demands attention.  How do we best offer comfort?  Questions loom large.  How do I get close enough to a person in need to help without getting so close that I cause that person to become dependent upon me?  How do I convey empathy to an individual caught up in a terrible situation without risking a misunderstanding in which the person equates my empathy with endorsement of the situation?  How do I point a person in a different direction without implying a judgment about the present that kills the person’s will and initiative?
Doing something good is not easy!  Living with compassion and expressing comfort require skills and courage as well as sensitivity.  How wonderful, though, when complaints, compassion, and comfort interact and interlock as if each is a part of one piece of experience in a manner that births hope!
 
Well, that’s it.  Guided by the three scripture passage for today, we have engaged the whole sweep of the spiritual life.  Every one of us knows this entire experience.  It is not that each of us is a permanent resident of any part of this journey. Rather all of us know every one of the journey’s twists and turns.  
At any one moment some of us will be throbbing with pain and biting out our complaints while at the same moment others of us will develop a deep sense of care and seek a level of understanding that enables them to offer the gift of comfort.  From such comfort—comfort born amid complaints of our own, fueled by a surging compassion, and made strong by greater understanding—comes a realization of hope.  We can make it!  With God and each other, eventually all will be well.  I can make it.
The spirituality of Isaiah speaks to me like no other insights into the life of the spirit elaborated in the Bible.  It begins with hearing the highest priority in God’s commission for us.  “Comfort, O comfort my people” God says as chapter 40 of Isaiah opens.  Then come that great conclusion and a promise that leaves out none of us.  Wherever we are on the journey, whether we are at a stage filled with complaints or with compassion or with comfort, God is with us to comfort us.  All who know that “shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.”  Great God!  You see, whether we are soaring or plodding, sprinting or laboring just to get one foot in front of the other, we’re involved in an acceptable way of travel and we are moving within comfort and toward hope.  It is our image in the puzzle! Thanks be to God!  Amen.  
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, we come to your Word this morning like homeless people seeking shelter, like hungry children in search of milk, like fatigued soldiers longing for peace.  We are weary of saying one thing and meaning another in order to be socially acceptable and plastering a smile across our faces though ceaseless weeping deep in our souls in order to appear spiritually healthy.  “I’m fine,” we say to others when we are not fine at all.  The duplicity with which we live to gain a modicum of acceptance and to avoid becoming subjects of derision is wearing us out.
So, we have come to hear your word of understanding, to sense your touch of blessing, and to find strength in your promises of renewal and hope.  Comfort us and strengthen us, O God, in order that we may comfort and strengthen others—for the good of all of us today and tomorrow and for your glory forever and ever.  Amen.
 


